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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Tessa

      

      “What the hell?”

      My purse hits the floor with a thunk and behind me, the closing of my apartment door echoes.

      At least, I’m pretty sure I’m in my apartment. The same one I’ve lived in for three years with my recently ex-fiancé, Will.

      We broke up weeks ago, although I should have kicked his butt out much sooner.  I’m either a descendant of a reptile with the matching cold heart, or I’m confident in my decision to end things because I don’t miss him.

      My fingers curl around my keys, my only line of defense, although from what I can see, there’s nothing left to steal or take because there’s nothing in my living room. Not our couches or our small TV stand or our television. The only evidence my furniture was ever here are the imprints in the carpet and edges of a slight dust stain around where bookshelves and couches went unmoved for years.

      My pulse skyrockets and for a moment I think to call Will. I’ve been calling him for weeks to come get his stuff and clear it out. Preferably while I was working. My last message a few days ago was well past the point of rude.

      “Listen here, coke-sniffing probably homeless asshole. Get your crap out of my apartment this weekend when I’m out of town or when I get back, it’s all getting tossed in the dumpster. I mean it, Will.”

      It only makes sense I was robbed after he left the place unlocked, key on the counter, and then it was raided after he hauled away the only things he should have taken—like his clothes, because everything else was bought by me. There’s no way Will came and cleaned out his things and mine. Is there?

      I do a thorough search of the apartment, senses tingling in my fingertips, driving me toward the kitchen first. I expect to open a cabinet and see my dishes, pale blue with yellow stripes around the edges stacked nicely next to the matching bowls. But nope. Gone. In fact, all the cupboards are emptied except for some canned vegetables.

      “Seriously?” I open and then slam the pantry door shut. Even our dry goods are gone. Plus the opened bottle of wine I’d left on the counter the other night. What monster takes an opened bottle of wine?

      Every guest room closet and bathroom cupboard are emptied in the exact same way and as I grow closer to our bedroom, fury spins itself into a heavy and thick knot in my stomach.

      I can’t believe he’s done this to me. Loser. That’s what he is. He didn’t used to be one, or he had me so fooled to not imagine he could become this guy but I still can’t believe he was able to snowball me this hard. When we met, Will Stantham was a personal banker with Toronto Royal. He worked three floors above me, managing millions of dollars of assets while I sat in a cubicle at our headquarters, mindlessly helping design pamphlets and slogans for marketing campaigns.

      A marketing assistant for a bank. Not exactly the high-energy or creative work I hoped for when I stepped foot into what I anticipated would be an exciting world of marketing and advertising.

      Then things changed. He missed out on a promotion, got pissy and insubordinate with his boss, eventually he was let go and struggled to find a new job. Through it all, for the last year, I’ve been nothing but supportive until I couldn’t be anymore. I’ve covered for him, watched as he lost weight, stayed up all hours of the night, and then slept for days.

      I’m not an idiot. At some point, he started using drugs. The white powder on my coffee table wasn’t even the first clue that showed something wasn’t right. It was, however, the final straw.

      But this?

      “How kind of him,” I mutter, kicking the carry-on suitcase he’s left me with. It’s the reason I returned to the apartment this afternoon.

      I have a flight to catch.

      But now… should I even go? I scan the apartment and let out a laugh. It bounces off the walls before I cringe at the sound of my maniacal laughter. It’s either go see my brother or spend the weekend sleeping in a hotel. The bastard didn’t even have the manners to leave me my bed. And I just bought it two months ago. I knew I should have bought two twin beds instead of a king. It’s not like we’ve shared our bed in months anyway.

      I tug on the handle to the suitcase and blow out a breath. My thoughts are scattered. I should call the police. Report Will. But maybe it’s not him? Does renter’s insurance cover this?

      My mind swirls as I release the handle of my suitcase. Regardless of my next move, I can’t stay here. There’s nothing but salad and floors that need to be vacuumed, and no vacuum.

      Figures. Will hasn’t cleaned the apartment in three years, but he steals the vacuum? To what, pawn it?

      I can’t wrap my head around this.

      As if he knows my struggle, because Sawyer and I have always been able to read each other’s moods better than a dollar store mood ring, my phone starts belting out the lyrics to “Whatta Man” circa 1993 Salt-N-Pepa. He despises it when I sing it to him every time he does something nice for me.

      And as his little sister, my job is to drive Sawyer to certifiable insane levels.

      I rush to the muted lyrics coming from my phone where I dropped my purse and grab it, hitting the talk button before I miss his call.

      “Sawyer,” I say, breathless.

      “What’s wrong?” He has somehow honed his mind-reading capabilities from twelve hundred plus kilometers.

      His voice is a boom. I can picture his scowl. Black brows, thicker than mine mostly because he’d rather have his balls chopped off than step into a salon, are most likely yanked together.

      “I…” The shock of what I’ve stepped into hits me like a two by four to the stomach. And that hurts. Sawyer did it to me once when I was twelve. He still claims it was an accident. I still remember him doubled over in laughter. “I…”

      “Tessa. Damn it. Talk to me.”

      Patience isn’t his strength.

      Tears well and fall down my cheeks, dribble off my chin before I can stop them. “Sawyer,” I cry. “Something happened. My place… I think Will took everything.”

      He curses like I’m his opponent on the ice, smack-talking my ex, and then he does what he always does.

      He takes control, looks after me and does his job as big brother—he protects me and helps me when everything goes sideways.

      Hours later, I’m a grimy mess after shuffling through customs, waiting for the plane, and sitting crammed in the middle seat of a full flight.

      But then I’m wrapped in my big brother’s rib-crushing hug, my face burrowing into his chest.

      “Hey, sis.”

      I sniff, probably leaving a snot stain across his T-shirt. I’ll point it out later when I’m in the mood to laugh.

      “Sawyer,” I groan. It’s possible I’m trying to claw my way into my brother’s embrace. I stink. My hair is a greasy mess and I need a six-pack of beer and a huge plate of nachos to forget this day.

      “Hey. I love you, but you fuckin’ reek.”

      I slap his shoulder and pull back, wiping my finger under my nose and then swipe it beneath my other snot stain on his shirt.

      “Gross.” He smacks my hand away and then grabs my chin. He cringes at it and I shove him again, laughing.

      “You suck.”

      “You smell like a dumpster.”

      “It’s the plane. Should have bought me a better ticket.”

      Laughter aside, I feel better, but the ugliness of the day is still there, weighing me down.

      “You okay? Serious.”

      “I don’t know. About ending things with Will, well, I was… until today. But everything is gone.”

      My artwork. My books. Journals I wrote in when I was a teenager and saved in a box. What kind of jerk does that? He took every single thing from our apartment except for a few crumbs of lint fuzz. What’s the point he’s trying to make?

      And why?

      “Then it’s a good thing you’re here.” He throws his arm over my shoulders and pulls me to him. With the ease of a guy who travels weekly during the season, he grabs my suitcase and ushers me through the crowd of the Charlotte airport and out to the short-term parking lot.

      “Where’s Debbie?” Usually she comes with, screeching and squealing and throwing her arms around me possibly tighter than Sawyer’s grip.

      “She’s uh… she’s not feeling well.” His jaw tightens and his hand scrubs his shoulder-length brown hair. He’s in need of a haircut but his hockey team’s pre-season starts next week. Sawyer won’t cut his hair until the season’s over whether that’s in early April or well after if the Ice Kings make it to the playoffs.

      “Not feeling well?”

      “Just a bug. Or something. She’ll be fine. She’s excited to see you, though.”

      “Anyone else?” I hate that I ask. I hate I always ask about him. I’ve had a crush on my brother’s best friend since before I could drive a car. It’s embarrassing and a habit I’ve tried to kick, but it’s no use. Jason Taylor is firmly cemented in my brain as the most perfect guy in existence and no one else measures up.

      “I’m sure Jason can’t wait to see you, too.”

      “Right.” I doubt it. Jason barely talks to me anymore and when he does, it’s usually with both of us sharing tight-lipped verbal barbs to see who will walk away first.

      Usually, it’s me. Except on New Year’s. Jason did the walking away then.

      Stop! I shout to myself silently. New Year’s Eve was a mirage. I’m certain he didn’t brush my hair off my shoulder, skim his lips across my cheek and linger, whispering, “You’ll find the guy for you who deserves you when you’re ready to open your eyes.”

      Oddly enough, I’d been plastered against a dark hallway, eyes closed as he spoke, and when I did manage to pry them open… the hallway was empty.

      But no. I’ve convinced myself that night was one of my many dream-induced fantasies I’ve created over the years starring my brother’s teammate, one of the best wingers in professional hockey.

      Please. He can have any woman. He doesn’t need his best friend’s little sister.

      And the fact he still only sees me as a little sister is part of the reason why I’m so angry around him. I’m aware enough to realize it.

      “You know,” Sawyer says, lifting my suitcase into the back of his Tundra with ease. “I still can’t figure it out. Jason gets along with everyone and yet somehow, you two can’t be in a room together without me needing to hide the knives.”

      Well, you see, big brother, when you fall in love with a guy six years older than you and spend years trying to find someone to replace him because you can’t get over the fantasy version you’ve created for yourself, it makes you a wee bit sassy in his presence.

      No big deal, really.

      That’s right… hours ago, Will emptied my apartment and stole everything from me, and it’s all Jason Taylor’s fault. I can trace that web of ridiculous thought all the way back to him one thin, silken strand at a time.
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      Tessa

      

      I shove a toasted bagel into my mouth and chew slowly. Hard to force food down when the sound of retching can still be heard down the hall. I’m not certain if my brother still thinks I’m a naive nine-year-old, but if he does, he’s a bigger idiot than I usually think he is.

      A behemoth on the ice. A dolt in person.

      It doesn’t take a genius to figure it out. Yesterday, Debbie had a bug. She was fine when I got here and then passed out on the couch at eight o’clock. I woke this morning to the sound of her throwing up, her laughing, throwing up again, and Sawyer’s murmurs through the wall—apparently their bathroom is on the other side of my bedroom—telling her she only has a few more weeks to go.

      Whether they’re hiding it from me because of everything that’s happening with Will, or they’re waiting to tell the team and family until she’s past the first trimester is the only question I have.

      And it better not have anything to do with me.

      The heavy thud of Sawyer heading down their wood staircase draws my attention from my spot in their open kitchen and I grin as Sawyer saunters toward me. He’s showered, dressed in his athletic gear. I’m assuming he’s headed to the team’s practice facility for a workout. As a defenseman for the Ice Kings, and with their season starting soon, if I know my brother, he’s in full-on, last minute, kick ass on the ice mode twenty-four seven.

      Or at least he usually would be, if he didn’t look like he was getting ready to puke himself.

      I snort and chomp down on my bagel.

      He glances at me and heads to the coffee pot.

      “When is she due?” I ask. There’s no point in beating around the bush.

      He curses and I laugh. Coffee drips down his wife-beater tank top and he’s swiping at his crotch.

      “Damn it, Tess. Don’t startle me like that.”

      I swivel on my stool and cross my arms. “She has a bug.” I use finger quotes and he glares at me. “She was comatose on the couch by eight last night and she and I usually stay up until one in the morning drinking wine, which by the way, I noticed she didn’t touch, and then she’s been puking all morning. I’m single and Canadian, Sawyer. Not an imbecile.”

      He rips off paper towels from the holder next to the sink and keeps cleaning his pants. Wadding them into a ball, he tosses them at the garbage can near me.

      He misses by a long shot.

      “Nice.” I slide off the stool and toss them inside. “Are you keeping it a secret from everyone or just me?”

      He huffs and takes his second turn at his coffee. This time I wait until he’s done. Making him spill once was an accident, if I do it again, he’ll probably toss his mug at my face.

      “Debbie wants to wait until she’s passed the first trimester.” He glances down the hall before lowering his voice and returning to me. “She’s only eight weeks. Sick all the time.”

      His coffee mug trembles in his hand. It rattles like my heart and while I logically knew my brother’s long-term girlfriend was pregnant, as it settles in and he confirms, my emotions take over.

      My brother is going to be a dad. Hell. I’m going to be an aunt!

      “Sawyer!” I screech, shove to my feet, and I throw myself at him. The move makes coffee slosh over the rim, his stomach, and pants again and this time I end up as soaked as him. “This is so exciting!”

      “You’re such a brat,” he groans and shoves me back. “Why are you doing this to me?” He brushes his hand down his shirt and drips of coffee fly into the air before splattering onto his white tile floor.

      “Sorry.”

      “No. You’re not.”

      “A little.” I shrug. “I’m more happy than anything, though.”

      “Yeah.” His smile wavers before he points a finger at me. “Two steps away. I want a cup of my own damn coffee before I’m wearing all of it.”

      I raise my hands and step back, questions bubble. They’ve been dating for years and have lived together for two.

      And now they’re having a baby.

      “Was this… was this planned?” I ask.

      “No.” The mug in his hand shakes again and I laugh. I haven’t seen my brother nervous since, well… ever. Even when he was in college and knew he was going to be drafted, he didn’t tremble.

      I’m itching to give him crap for it but in truth, his nerves make me nervous.

      “Are you… are you okay with this?”

      “What? Yeah. Yeah, of course I’m okay with it.” He shoves a hand through his dark hair and makes a face. Not a good one. “It’s just… we’re not married. Or engaged. And I thought we had more time but now…”

      He trails off. My heart pinches. “Sawyer. If you want to marry her, all you have to is ask her.”

      He sets down his coffee mug and sighs, taking one more glance down the hall. “I don’t want her to think I’m asking because she’s pregnant. Like I’m, I don’t know, only asking because it’s what I should do.”

      See? He’s such a dolt!

      A laugh bubbles so fiercely and quickly I can’t contain it to which he scowls at me.

      I slide the plate of crackers toward him that I’d prepared earlier, laughing even harder. “She’s been in love with you for years and lives with you. She would have said yes to marrying you three nights after you met, you idiot. Just ask her. Oh, and take her crackers. If she keeps some by her bed, it’ll help with morning sickness.”

      “How do you know?” His tone is suspicious, borderline angry.

      I roll my eyes. “Because I have female co-workers who have had babies. Don’t glare at me like that. Go, take care of your girl, and grow some balls on the trip to her.”

      “You’re a brat.”

      “Love you too, Soy-sauce.”

      He growls at me and I jump out of the way. When I was little, I couldn’t pronounce his name correctly, so I shortened it to soy. Then I learned about soy sauce and started calling him that when he was a teenager. I loved the pissy face he made when he had his high school girlfriends over and I called him that.

      I’m halfway back to my room, trying to figure out what I’m going to do for the day. By my count, I only have a couple of hours before Debbie’s feeling better, Sawyer digs his balls and guts out of a hidden corner, and then they’re celebrating.

      And I’ve already learned how thin the walls are here.

      “Hey!” he calls out and I spin on my heels.

      “Yeah?”

      “You still coming to Jude’s Labor Day party Monday?”

      “Wouldn’t miss it!”

      Normally I’d mean it. Today I’m lucky my voice doesn’t crack from the lie.

      I usually love every opportunity to be around Sawyer’s team but this weekend, I feel more like hibernating. Except I don’t even have time for that. I have to start figuring out what in the hell I’m going to do to get my stuff back. I’m not exactly up for a round of partying with my brother’s friends, their happy girlfriends and wives, and pretending my life hasn’t exploded in the last twenty-four hours.

      Back in my room, I grab my phone and earbuds. I throw my hair up into a ponytail and tug on my running shoes. Sawyer doesn’t live far from Freedom Park. Getting out of his house while he figures out what to do with Debbie is my first priority, compiling a to-do list of what I have to deal with when I return to Toronto next week my second, and third… running until I forget all about the fact that in another forty-eight hours, I’m going to have to face Jason Taylor… and see if what happened on New Year’s was my overactive drunken imagination. Or a reality.

      And I have no idea how I’ll handle either circumstance.
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      “Excuse me?” I’m huffing. I no longer know if it’s from exertion from my run or the phone call that slammed into me like we’re professional wrestlers and my back just hit the mat.

      “If you want, we’re happy to close the account, issue new cards.”

      I laugh. “What good will closing the account do? There’s nothing left!”

      Mothers with young children shove their little ones to the far right side of the running path. That’s right, perfectly done up mothers in athleisure wear, move along, ignore the crazy Canadian.

      Ha. Oh my God. I am losing my mind.

      I throw my hand in the air and illicit several strange looks. It has to be from my screech. Perhaps I look rabid. I know I certainly feel rabid. If freaking cokehead Will were standing in front of me, I’d tear him apart with my teeth.

      “You’re kidding me, right?” I spin, shove my hand through my hair and yank out my ponytail. My mass of brown hair flies every which way and into my teeth. I yank it out, spitting.

      “Ew,” a woman says, scrunching her face with disgust and hurrying her steps.

      Awesome. I’m now spitting on strangers. Perhaps there’s foam in my mouth.

      Maybe I really do have rabies.

      I’m usually polite. Canadians pride ourselves on our politeness and manners. I have no time for the woman who’s glaring at me over her shoulder once again before dawdling toward the parking lot.

      “I assure you, Miss Chauncy. This is no joke. However, I can freeze everything until you decide what you want to do.”

      What I want to do is find Will and slit his throat.  Wow, there, Tessa. Let’s take a hop, skip, and a jump back to saneville, k, sweetie?

      My subconscious crouches low so as not to startle me, wiggling her fingers delicately so I can cross an actual white painted line. I imagine it as the outline of Will’s body and step toward it.

      I need to stop watching so many thriller movies ASAP. The last thing I need is to end up in jail. Which really, puh-lease.

      There’s not a jury who will convict. I’ll explain everything, represent myself without an attorney since I can’t even pay for one because hahahahaha, Will has stolen everything!

      “Yesterday was payday,” I mumble, firmly aware the person on the phone from fraud security does not give a shit about my payday or my problems. They can fake it with the best of them with their caring tones but they make less than I do. They definitely don’t make nearly enough to deal with the mental breakdown of a team member. “My rent is due soon. And I’m out of the country. I mean, holy shit. My savings, too?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      The urge to snap so she does not call me ma’am again rises and I firmly push it down. It’s not Allison’s fault my ex is a gianter douche than I originally thought. Gianter isn’t even a word. Great. He’s reduced me to forgetting basic English.

      “Close the accounts,” I whisper. My fury is lodged in my throat and my voice sounds scratchy. Ruined. I’ve spent the last year allowing Will to slowly ruin our relationship when I knew deep down I should have ripped the band-aid off a long time ago… hello! There was coke residue on my coffee table!

      Or, make that his coffee table now.

      My knees buckle and I hurry off the pavement to a nearby bench. There, I drop my head into my hand and swear into the phone.

      “Close the account,” I repeat. “Cancel the cards immediately. And thank you for letting me know.”

      “Yes ma’am.” The rep clears her throat. “You’ll be okay.”

      “Yeah. Thanks, Allison.”

      “You’re welcome. Enjoy your weekend.”

      I hang up, letting loose another hysterical laugh. “Enjoy your weekend!” I cry out, falling back onto the bench. “She told me to enjoy my weekend!”

      “Excuse me. Miss?”

      I crack open one eye and then another. In front of me is an elderly gentleman, haggard beard that covers the front of his collar of his button-up shirt. He’s thin, wearing a fishing hat and holding two fishing poles. He has a slight hunch to his shoulders like the weight of the world has worn him down over the years.

      Oh buddy, I can relate. I’m pretty sure I saw him casting earlier and waved happily to him on my run… before the phone call.

      Before my sanity splintered.

      “Yes?”

      “Life has a way of kickin’ you when you’re already down, doesn’t it?”

      “Yeah. You could say that.”

      “Want to know what I’ve learned in all my eighty-four years of walkin’ this earth?”

      No. No, I do not need sage advice from an underweight Santa Claus. But I’m a polite Canadian. “Sure. Hit me with it.”

      “Good news is when you think you’re at your lowest, and you feel like you look like right now, the only way to go is up.”

      He tips his hat and waves. I glare at him until he disappears between two parked pickup trucks.

      Did that strange, nice man just say I look like shit?

      Yep. Yep, he did.

      I suppose that confirms what he’s said… I’ve officially hit the lowest of my lows in the lowliest parts of the dredges I ever thought I could go.

      Enjoy my weekend indeed.
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      Tessa

      

      I’m right where I’ve wanted to be since I was eighteen years old and really started imagining what sex would be like. And he’s here.

      Jason Taylor. Broad-shouldered, strong chest, abs that aren’t bricks but carry a layer of weight on top. It shows his strength every time he rolls his hips.

      And he’s a master at rolling his hips.

      What will it feel like when he’s inside of me?

      Soon. So soon. I’m desperate for this. This moment. With him. Us. I’m taking a page out of the feminist playbook and I am persisting toward the goal I’ve had for years.

      Jason Taylor, taking something I’ve only ever wanted him to have.

      “Please,” I gasp as I wrap my hand around his length. He’s so strong and large and perfect everywhere, but a shiver wracks my spine. This will fit? Logically, yes. I’ve taken health classes. I’ve had anatomy. My senior year of high school I thought I wanted to be a nurse, so I took a program through the high school. Physically, he will fit.

      Emotionally? Wow.

      “Tessa.” My name sounds like it’s been scratched over sandpaper on the way out of his mouth. He’s tense, holding himself above me while his fingers slide to an area that hasn’t been used outside my own hands in way too long. I spread my legs wider and when he presses one finger inside me, I arch into him.

      Oh God… yes. After all these years we’re really doing this and it is so freaking good.

      I’m already so close. My body is trembling. And my hands slide over his chest, curl around his shoulders as he works me quickly, never once taking his dark brown eyes off me.

      “Please,” I whimper again and tighten my grip on his hard length. His head falls down and his long hair makes me lose sight of his dark brown eyes. He’s dark and tan everywhere.

      North Carolina agrees with him.

      “Jesus. We shouldn’t be doing this, Tess.”

      I wrap my legs around his thighs and pull him toward me.

      “I want this.” I don’t care that I already know it won’t last beyond this one night.

      I know him well enough.

      I’m still going for it.

      To prove how much I want him, I reach for the nightstand. He’s already thrown a strip of condoms onto it and I tear one off, handing it to him.

      “Are you doing it or am I?”

      Look at me, being brave. He eyes me again, condom in one hand, foil packet in the other. His chest heaves. I press my hand to the hair on his chest. I like he’s not manscaped and instead all man. His hair is coarse, brushes over one pec, to the other, down the center and out to the sides.

      “You have no idea how long I’ve wanted this, Tessa.”

      “Same. For as long as I can remember.” I dig my hand into his bicep, pulling him to me. “Kiss me and fuck me, Jason.”

      “Shit. So fucking sexy,” he groans against my mouth.

      My feminine wiles do a back handspring. He thinks I’m sexy!

      I feel his hand move between us, and my fingers tangle in his hair, holding him against me. And then he’s there, right there, where he’s already been and prepared me but I still brace for him.

      “Tessa—” His hand is still wrapped around his dick and his mouth is brushing against mine.

      “I want you.”

      “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      Guaranteed he’ll hurt me. I’m also pretty sure he’s not referring to my vagina. Seriously. He’s BIG.

      “You won’t. You can’t.”

      “Sure?” His hand strokes his dick. I look down and wow it’s hot watching him touch himself.

      “Ye—”

      “Any way you want it, that’s the way you need it!”

      I bolt up in bed, sweat drips down my forehead and I flip my hand to my heart as my alarm continues to blare.

      And oh! Ha ha ha. Prophetic, Journey. You’ve got me. It was definitely the way I needed it.

      “Any way you want it, that’s the way you need it!” Okay, Journey, enough of this madness. I slap the alarm app on my phone, pulse pounding louder than the music.

      This is ridiculous. Absolutely ridiculous. Only a lunatic has sex dreams starring her brother’s best friend who in all the years of knowing each other has never once, never a single darn time, acted like he has any feelings for me outside being a family member.

      I really need to consider getting some help with this. It can’t continue. I don’t know if it was what he said on New Year’s, which I’m still not convinced is real… or if it’s the fact I’m single for the first time in years. But this is enough.

      It’s time to put this crush to bed. Not like the bed I just dreamed about having him in though. Although, it is a comfortable bed. For a moment, the dream resurfaces and my body warms.

      “No. Stop it, you moron.” I slap my forehead and groan.

      My groan echoes, like it’s coming through the walls and I scowl at the cream painted wall. That second one isn’t from me.

      I lift my head, peering at the wall I know shares its placement with my brother’s bathroom. The same bathroom where Debbie spent most of the other morning puking up her guts.

      This… this is not a morning sickness groan. It’s not an any kind of sickness groan.

      Another muffled sound.

      Laughter.

      Oh God. I might be the one puking if I have to hear my brother and his girlfriend going at it any more.

      “Sick.” I shove off the bed, fling the covers up toward the pillows at the headboard. I dress in record time, mostly because there’s a countdown to completion coming from the wall. The sounds are louder. Something keeps banging and echoing. I’m running down the hall and then the stairs to the kitchen, hands over my ears to stave off any louder sounds I might hear in the hallway.

      After I inhale a quick package of raspberry yogurt, I head out. Another run sounds like the best way to start the day.

      Heck, staying with Sawyer for longer than a weekend might be a great decision for me. How else am I going to get in such kick-ass shape than these frequent runs?

      Besides, there’s nothing else for me to do until it’s time to go to the pool party later. It’s a holiday weekend. By the time I got my act together on Saturday after talking to my bank, all the other offices I thought to call were closed for the weekend. I can’t do a darn thing until Tuesday except make lists of what I need to do to fix this stupid situation with Will and my apartment. I mean, I’ve paid rent early, but payday isn’t for another two weeks. It’s not like I’m swimming in money and he’s stolen everything. What do I do? Buy an air mattress and camp out in my apartment until I can slowly replace everything I spent years setting up?

      The easiest thing would be to ask Sawyer for help. A couple thousand dollars for rent and some help refurnishing my apartment is nothing to him. If I ask though, he’ll hand me ten times what I need and refuse to be paid back. Then I’ll be left indebted to him.

      I’ve worked hard in my life to figure out how to be successful on my own. My parents and I don’t lean on my brother. His millions are his because he’s earned them with sacrifice and his own sweat, tears, and blood. Literally. Hockey’s a violent sport.

      The only thing I accepted from Sawyer, ever, is the small sedan he bought me on my twenty-first birthday.

      This time, I might need his help.

      But I’ll only take it after I exhaust every single other possible option.
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      Tessa

      

      The first time Jason came home with Sawyer, I was dressed in my cheerleading outfit, pompoms in hand and my backpack in the other. I’d just gotten home from school and had barely enough time to eat before I had to get to the game. At some point in my earlier ages, I prohibited all things hockey from entering my life. I stopped going to my brother’s games because I was tired of spending every single weekend and many weeks during the summer being freezing cold, sitting my butt on metal bleachers, sipping hot chocolate while my parents and everyone around them talked about how awesome and amazing Sawyer Chauncy is.

      Unfortunately, the only way to get out of going to games was to be busy with something else. So I took dance. I joined lacrosse… and then quickly quit after taking a stick to the boob. Yowch. No amount of padded sports bra could ever make me want to relive that throbbing pain again.

      I would wonder if Sawyer and I were even blood related if we didn’t have the same stubborn attitude and quick-witted and dry sense of humor. We look nothing alike, he’s all dark and broody to my lighter features. And when it comes to athletic abilities… he got all of it.

      I’m pretty sure my parents had his DNA adjusted in utero and then when it came to me, they said, “Nah, we already have one phenomenally talented kid, mediocre will do for number two.”

      Fortunately for me, our basketball team sucked and rarely had fans in the stands, so it was easy to make the cheerleading squad. I didn’t care that no one cheered along, that occasionally we were booed while trying to cheer, and that one time, the visiting team with packed stands and the kind of crowd most basketball teams died for took pity on us and cheered along with us… the competitor’s team cheerleaders.

      Talk about humiliating.

      Still, between cheerleading and finding a job waiting tables at a small diner in town when I turned sixteen, it meant I was no longer subjected to weekend traveling with my family.

      Don’t get me wrong. I love them. I always have and I always will, and Sawyer is one of my best friends. I don’t blame him for seeing me as the sidepiece. I don’t blame him for the fact that our mom had me cooking meals as soon as I turned twelve because they were so busy running Sawyer to practice and tournaments. It’s not Sawyer’s fault I did his laundry and mine because he was never home.

      It is Sawyer’s fault for ever coming home with Jason Taylor, the boy with the hazelnut brown eyes and dark black hair that swayed and curled around the tips of his ears and the collar of his shirt. It is Sawyer’s fault for getting a kick out of teasing me in my cheerleading gear right as I grabbed sight of possibly the world’s sexiest man alive.

      There he was, standing across the kitchen from me next to my brother, shoving a potato chip into his mouth, looking drop-dead gorgeous while doing it.

      My jaw dropped, my knees went weak, and I tripped over an uneven tile in my parents’ kitchen floor, slamming my forehead into a corner of their kitchen countertop. I quickly looked like every teenage girl in a horror film with blood gushing down my face, screams piercing the air, and the cheerleader outfit to really seal the deal.

      In my defense, I’m still willing to bet that the screams were from Sawyer. He’s always been squeamish at the sight of blood. Which meant it was Jason who scooped me into his arms like every romance hero in every novel I’ve ever read and whisked me away to safety—er… the emergency room, on his brilliant, strong steed… or my brother’s rented Suburban. Whichever.

      Point is, most of my most embarrassing teenage and college-aged memories include Jason, my brother’s best friend who quickly assumed the role of my second, surrogate protective older brother. And of course they would. He with the dark hair and smoldering brown eyes. He with his body that’s only grown larger and stronger and more muscled over the years.

      I blame the wobbly knees and the skip of my heart and the knot in my stomach his mere presence causes for all of it.

      From the small scar that remains on my forehead from the first moment, to the embarrassing outfit change my dad insisted on when I was a senior in high school. From the night he held my hair back over a toilet when I visited Sawyer in college one weekend while I tried to mutter Oh my God I love you, but it came out sounding more like Oh my Gah blugh blugh blaghck as I ralphed into a toilet.

      Needless to say, our first meeting isn’t something a high school girl dreams of when meeting the hottest guy on Earth.

      It isn’t something forgotten over time when said hottie has the manners to never, ever, ever, bring it up again.

      It’s simply forgotten.

      Hell, it’s been so long he probably has forgotten.

      I’m the only fool who remembers.

      And I hate him for all of it. For his chivalry and his rakish, chiseled looks, and the happy smile he gives to everyone else but me. I hate him for his gorgeous brown eyes and the stupid little bend in his nose and the width of his chest. I hate him for his kindness and the way he’s so polite to me.

      It completely sucks.

      Jason Taylor is not only the hottest guy on Earth… he’s quite possibly the nicest. He’s also always seen me at my worst when I’ve always wanted him to see my best.

      It’s humiliating.

      Which is why, walking into Jason’s younger brother’s back yard patio for a Labor Day party, fully aware most of the team knows of what happened, my eyes are skip, skip, skipping and hopping over every male in attendance. It doesn’t take much time before I sense his presence. I’ve had over a decade to hone my Jason Taylor is near alert system. I can sniff him out like a bomb squad dog in an airport.

      And for real, people. By executive order of all women everywhere, Jason should have to walk around holding a warning sign. WARNING: MAY MAKE PANTIES WET. PROCEED WITH CAUTION.

      It’s even worse seeing him in his swim trunks with a plain white, skintight T-shirt, sauntering toward us. His dark hair swooped to the side, the scruff of his unshaven beard hiding his high cheekbones but somehow illuminating the strength of his jaw.

      Jason immediately heads in our direction and I turn my focus to where Sawyer is directing me to an outdoor tiki bar. Music is popping. The sun is shining and the heat is out of this world. Laughter rings out and as we slide through the families, I stop and say hello to the women and players I already know before the man who recently starred in the best sex dream ever makes his appearance in front of us, looking so movie-star, ruggedly handsome beautiful I’d be absolutely blinded by him if I wasn’t wearing my darkest sunglasses.

      “Hey Tessa.” He sips a drink out of a red plastic cup, and I instantly want to turn away. His eyes are filled with pity and it’s the last thing I want to see when Jason looks at me.

      “Be nice today, okay?” Sawyer says and he wiggles his finger between both of us. “I need to grab Debbie something to drink.”

      I glare at Sawyer’s back as he scoots away from us before turning back. “Hey Jason.”

      “You doing okay?”

      “Peachy.” It feels like everyone’s staring, but a quick look tells me the opposite. No one cares about me or my problems. I’m almost not sure what’s worse. “How many know?”

      “He called you at practice yesterday, so my guess is…” He shrugs, grins like this doesn’t matter. Like the most humiliating day of my life is one big joke. Joke’s on him because it totally is a big joke and so am I. “Everyone. Listen, he and I talked, and if you need something, you know I’m here, right? I’m always here to help, with whatever you need.”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “But you don’t have to be fine alone, either.” His jaw hardens.  I’m pretty sure his chest puffs up too but I refuse to look below his chin. Sometimes it makes me dizzy.

      I know my stubbornness irritates him but I’m not trying to be stubborn. I’m trying to be safe. Between that stupid dream the other night and my lingering questions about the last time I saw him, I don’t have a firm handle on how to be around Jason right now. Not when everything else around me is falling apart.

      “Fine, then. Thanks for the offer. But really, I’ll be fine. I’ll figure everything out and move on. So now, if you’ll excuse me, I hear there’s a baby I have to meet.”

      I hate I feel this way around him after so many long stupid years. I’m unsettled and rattled and at the end of my rope and the person I should not want to cling to for help above anyone else is Jason Taylor.

      Lord knows he’ll probably help only because it’s ingrained in his DNA to be Mr. Nice Guy. I’m pretty sure if I peel off the white shirt clinging to his skin he’d have a Superman logo stamped on his chest.

      I pause in my pursuit of finding Mikah Lutzgo’s new baby Debbie gushed over yesterday and head to the bar. I grab a spiked lemonade from a metal tin filled with ice and drinks when I risk a look back at Jason.

      He has his head to the sky, corded throat tight and veins popping. Fingers digging into the swim trunks slung low on his hips.

      So pretty. So very, very pretty from a distance.

      So much more dangerous to my fragile heart at close range.
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